Reminiscences of Rodica Simion  by Sundaram, Sheila
Advances in Applied Mathematics 28, 285–286 (2002)
doi:10.1006/aama.2001.0785, available online at http://www.idealibrary.com on
Reminiscences of Rodica Simion
I met Rodica in January of 1988, at the Institute for Mathematics and
Its Applications in Minneapolis. Rodica and I arrived at almost the same
time, during a bitterly cold winter. Like so many others, I was irresistibly
drawn by her tremendous personal charm and magnetism. There are really
no superlatives too extravagant to describe the effect she had on those who
had the good fortune to know her. Within days of meeting her, I knew
that this was a precious friendship to be cherished forever. I also almost
immediately found myself wishing that we had met much earlier. Rodica
was an intensely private person, but paradoxically she radiated an even
more intense warmth and caring for others.
My ﬁrst mathematical memory of Rodica ﬁnds us sitting next to each
other during a session of the Invariant Theory and Tableaux workshop. In
between talks, she would engage in bursts of “scribbling”, as she liked to
put it. Her passion for mathematics was evident, and later I would know
that she had a seemingly inﬁnite capacity for hard work. I believe she had
recently become interested in noncrossing partitions. In the next few years
she would make vast and important contributions to the subject and be
recognised as an expert on this topic, as she was on many others.
Nearly four years later, I had the privilege of actively interesting Rodica
in some work of mine. Although we discussed mathematics informally a
great deal, this was the only time we actually collaborated, deﬁning a class
of permutations now known as the simsun permutations. Rodica made so
many outstanding contributions to the ﬁeld of combinatorics that for her,
this collaboration must have been a very minor episode. But my association
with Rodica in this piece of mathematics makes it a personal high point.
In the late Fall of 1991 I was at the Universite´ du Que´bec a` Montre´al.
I was personally delighted that Rodica was a visitor to the department at
the time. (By an odd coincidence it turned out to be another bitterly cold
winter, even for Montreal, with subzero temperatures well into the end of
her visit in January 1992. Sweden, where she was headed next, must have
seemed balmy by comparison.) In the course of some work on the partition
lattice, I had discovered nonnegative integers ain satisfying the recurrence
ain+ 1 = iain+ n− 2i+ 2ai−1n I also knew that the numbers ain,
for ﬁxed n, added up to the Euler number En. From a table of values
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that I had compiled, Rodica immediately recognised that a2n counted
permutations with a unique descent, and then guessed that ain would
be similar to the Eulerian numbers, which enumerate permutations with a
speciﬁed number of descents.
A permutation σ ∈ Sn is a simsun permutation if it contains no consecu-
tive descents and, for n > 1, if the permutation in Sn−1 obtained by deleting
the value n is also simsun. I can still picture myself watching Rodica as she
enthusiastically derived for me the recurrence for the Eulerian numbers,
and then deftly worked backward from the recurrence I had, ﬁnally com-
ing up with the combinatorial deﬁnition of the simsun permutations. To
her it was clearly an elementary and entertaining diversion, but it was Rod-
ica’s contribution that was entirely responsible for the interest generated by
these permutations in the subsequent months. She later became an expert
in the many different contexts in which these permutations were shown to
appear, as evidenced by her beautiful survey paper (Convex polytopes and
enumeration, Adv. Appl. Math. 18 (1997), 149–180).
Certainly neither Rodica nor I anticipated the fact that this class of per-
mutations would show up naturally in other contexts. The thought of nam-
ing them had not even occurred to us. Richard Stanley was the ﬁrst to
discover connections with the Andre´ permutations and the cd index. In a
talk at the Mittag–Lefﬂer Institute in Stockholm in 1992, he referred to
them as SS permutations; the fact that this had disagreeable connotations
led to the creation of the name “simsun.” Rodica, with characteristic mod-
esty, was reluctant to think about names, but I hoped that the possible
confusion this name might cause, would appeal to her self-effacing nature
and her sense of humour. I think we had a good laugh imagining litera-
ture searches for Simsun, the person. I remember being asked at one point
if the name was inspired by “The Simpsons,” the popular television show.
The answer is no, and if the permutations do prove to be of interest in the
future, I hope that they will bring to mind Rodica Simion, a mathemati-
cian of extraordinary talents and a human being of extraordinary personal
qualities.
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